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Culture, Tourism and Sport Board  Item  4 

11 January 2010 
 

 

Free Swimming  

Summary 
 

This paper updates members on recent developments in the Free Swimming 
scheme, and asks members to take a view on the next steps for LGA lobbying.  

 
 
  
 

 

Recommendations 
 
 

That members note the report and offer a view on the next steps for LGA lobbying.  
 
 

Action 
 

Officers to reflect member steer in on-going lobbying. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Contact Officer:  Steve Skelton 
Phone No: 020 7664 3074 
Email: steven.skelton@lga.gov.uk  
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Free Swimming  

Background 
 
1. The Free Swimming Programme (FSP) has been live from April 2009.  252 

councils have opted to deliver one or both of the free swimming schemes: one 
for young people aged 16-and-under and one for the over-60s.   

 
2. The FSP is a voluntary scheme jointly funded by five government departments, 

led by DCMS, and by local funding from council tax and other sources (which 
accounts for around a quarter of the costs of delivery).  The total cost of the FSP 
is £140 million over two years, including £60 million of capital funding available 
to participating authorities for improvements to public and school swimming 
pools.   

 
Progress 
 
3. Initial through-put data from the first and second quarters shows that there are, 

on average, 1.7 million “free swims” taking place a month across the country.  
The number of free swims rose from 4.4 million (April to June 2009) to 5.9 million 
(July to September 2009).  This data does not take account of the “deadweight” 
of swimmers who would otherwise have paid to swim, or the “displacement” of 
swimmers and, therefore, does not translate into a measure of the scheme’s 
success or otherwise.   

 
4. On 17 December, Sport England published the results of the third Active People 

Survey (APS), covering the period between October 2008 and October 2009.  
The survey shows that an additional 115,000 people got involved in sport 
compared to the previous year.  Further details on the APS are included in the 
update paper at Item 10.    

 
5. The APS survey includes results from April 2009 – October 2009, during which 

period the Free Swimming programme has operated.  It is worth noting, 
therefore, that the largest decrease in the numbers of people participating in any 
one sport at least once a week was in swimming, participation in which fell by 
0.26%.  A list of once a week, moderate intensity participation in all 46 funded 
NGB sports in enclosed at Annex A. 

 
6. The capital modernisation fund, administered by Sport England, has so far 

distributed £25 million to 59 projects in 48 local authorities in the financial year 
2009-10.  Project awards have ranged from £70,000 to £1.75 million.   A further 
£25 million will be available in 2010-2011 and, to date, 170 bids have been 
made to this fund.  Decisions on the allocation of this money are expected by the 
end of this financial year. 



23 4  
 

     

 
7. At its September 2009 meeting the CTS board agreed that the LGA’s lobbying 

on the Free Swimming programme should focus on: 
 
• Seeking a more explicit acknowledgement by government of the council 

contributions to the costs of delivering free swimming; 
• Ensuring these costs are factored into the evaluation of the scheme, and; 
• Calling for a clear commitment from government to explain how the scheme will 

be funded beyond 2011, or whether public spending constraints will require it to 
be discontinued.  

 
8. Given our lobbying on these areas, we were pleased to note Ben Bradshaw’s 

comments, on 27 October, that “each and every local authority that is part of the 
scheme deserves credit for backing it, often with their own money”.  The 
question of continued funding for Free Swimming post-2011 is not expected to 
be resolved until the next spending review, and the LGA will continue to lobby for 
councils not to be left with an unfunded legacy from the scheme.  With regard to 
point two, officers will provide an update at the board on progress with the 
evaluation of the scheme.  

 
Next Steps 
 
9. The LGA has publicly offered its support the Free Swimming scheme, and has 

noted that a high proportion of councils have stepped up to the challenge of 
delivering the initiative locally.  As more evidence becomes available, however, it 
is important that councils and the LGA are clear that the future viability of the 
scheme will require it to deliver an increase in swimming participation, and to 
represent excellent value for money in comparison to other interventions. 

 
10. Following officers’ update on the evaluation, members are asked to provide a 

steer as to how Free Swimming is progressing in their local area, and where the 
LGA should focus its lobbying over the coming months. 

 

Financial Implications 

 
11. None arising from this report.  The evaluation of the scheme though will impact 

directly on its future funding post-2011. 
   

Implications for Wales 

 
12. The FSP applies only in England.  The Welsh free swimming scheme is funded 

by the Welsh Assembly Government.  
 
Contact Officer:  Steve Skelton 
Phone No: 020 7664 3074  Email: steven.skelton@lga.gov.uk 



23 4  
 

     

Annex A 
 

 


